Reshaping world politics: NGOs, the Internet, and global civil society by FLORINI, Ann
Singapore Management University
Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University
Research Collection School of Social Sciences School of Social Sciences
1-2002
Reshaping world politics: NGOs, the Internet, and
global civil society
Ann FLORINI
Singapore Management University, annflorini@smu.edu.sg
Follow this and additional works at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research
Part of the Political Science Commons
This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Social Sciences at Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management
University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Research Collection School of Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of Institutional
Knowledge at Singapore Management University. For more information, please email libIR@smu.edu.sg.
Citation
FLORINI, Ann.(2002). Reshaping world politics: NGOs, the Internet, and global civil society. International Affairs, 78(1), 168-168.
Available at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research/2437
  
 
Reshaping world politics: NGOs, the Internet, and global civil society. By Craig Warkentin. 
Oxford, Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 2001. 207pp. Index. Pb.: $21.95. ISBN 0 7425 
0971 0. 
 
Book review published in International Affairs, 2002, 78 (1), pp. 168. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096001  
 
This largely descriptive book sets out three questions of interest to international relations 
scholars and policy-makers: What is global civil society? What are its origins? And what are the 
roles of individuals in creating and maintaining it? After a brief literature review, the book 
provides a definition: global civil society is 'a socially constructed and transnationally defined 
network of relationships that provides ideologically variable channels of opportunity for political 
involvement' (p. 19). This definition reflects the book's grounding in 'people-centered' 
International Relations theory, drawing on the English school of Wight and Bull and paralleling 
the American constructivist paradigm to focus on agency as well as structure. It then examines 
eight Northern non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as exemplars of how global civil society 
is creating itself with heavy reliance on the Internet. All are progressive advocacy organizations: 
three environmental, three development-focused, and two 'online resource networks' that attempt 
to serve the communications and information needs of large NGO networks.  
 
Craig Warkentin evaluates the eight in terms of three characteristics he ascribes to global civil 
society: dynamism (how flexible and adaptable the organization is), inclusiveness (the degree to 
which it reaches out and 'facilitates mutually respectful relations'), and self-reflection (what 
Warkentin calls 'cognizance', or the degree to which the people in an organization see it as 
having a particular role in the world). This approach provides a wealth of detail, but the 
theoretical and analytical contribution is less clear. He refers to these characteristics as an 
expansion of the definition, but the connection is unspecified. The case-studies are primarily 
compilations of the organizations' own documents and website materials, supplemented by 
interviews with present and former staff, rather than independent critiques. This makes it 
difficult to tell whether these organizations are contributing to the development of a global civil 
society that matters. 'Dynamism', for example, is portrayed as reflecting nimble adaptation to 
ensure continued effectiveness under changing circumstances, but it could just as easily reflect 
mere frenetic activity. Only Greenpeace comes in for any significant criticism for its relative lack 
of adaptability in the I990s, and even in that case Warkentin argues that there are signs of 
improvement. In another case, the book praises one online network for its adaptability, but buries 
in endnotes the fact that part of the adaptation consisted of slashing the budget from $3 million a 
year to less than a tenth of that amount, with associated staff cuts. It would be interesting to have 
an evaluation of whether that change reflected flexibility or failure.  
 
This book is a useful compilation for anyone interested in how such NGOs see themselves or in 
the details of their operations. It would be an appropriate supplementary text for courses on 
international relations and globalization. 
 
 
Ann Florini, Carnegie Endowmentfor International Peace, Washington DC, USA 
 
